In a broader sense, economic and political motivation cannot be separated. As a matter of fact, when the decision to emigrate was impelled by the desire to become a farmer with one's own land or a craftsman with one's own business, this also implied a rejection of the rigidity of the social class structure in the authoritarian German states. Thus, from his point of view, an official in the state of Nassau in 1846 was correct in complaining that "emigrants were infected with the disease of an erroneous concept of freedom and a monstrous idea about statehood," and that emigration fever was making the "lower class" rebellious. A clear renunciation of the ruling political class can be detected, for example, in the demands made by 160 tenant farmers [Heuerlinge] from the village of Engter near Osnabrück, a region of massive emigration. In a plea presented to the Duke of Braunschweig in the revolutionary year of 1848, they pressed for eight considerations:
1. Complete relief from the head tax (Personensteuer) 2. Ending the practice of opting out of military service via paid substitutes 3. Free access to sessions of the state assembly (Landtag) and village councils 4. Freedom from the school tax and other ecclesiastical taxes, and improvement of the common schools 5. Relief from all uncompensated road work 6. Assignment of sufficient acreage in subdivided and undivided common lands for free use 7. Regulation of rental conditions; relief from uncompensated services; specifying length and cost of leases for dwellings and acreage 8. Establishing public institutions in all counties for the care of poor, old, and invalid farm tenants and their families. Politically-motivated emigration began in earnest in the 1830s when the reactionary forces governing in the post-Napoleonic period persecuted liberals and democrats. Several thousand revolutionaries left after the failed German Revolution of 1848, most of whom at first considered themselves asylum seekers rather than emigrants. Likewise, Bismarck's Anti-Socialist Law (1878-90) caused quite a few Social Democratic activists to move to New York and Chicago to continue their class struggle. The next wave of politically-motivated emigrants consisted of groups marked for annihilation by the National Socialist dictatorship between 1933-45, among them Social Democrats and other opponents of the regime, and above all Jewish Germans and other Europeans threatened with mass murder and genocide. In the postwar era after 1945, when Germany lay in ruins, the traditional principal factor inducing emigration, namely economics, was back at work.
Economic conditions as well as political relationships differed greatly in the German regions during the 18th and 19th centuries. In southwestern Germany the inheritance laws played a major role, especially the division of the parental possessions among all children in equal shares, which resulted in the continued dismemberment of family farms. This problem was alleviated whenever factories were constructed in the neighborhood, with the result that additional workers were needed. Then emigration usually took a downturn. Such was the case for instance in the Ruhr district, in Saxony, and in Silesia as well as in greater Berlin.
On the other hand, in regions such as northwestern Germany, where the firstborn enjoyed priority when it came to an inheritance, a high rate of emigration still might prevail. This happened in the early phases of the industrial revolution, when home spinning wheels fell idle because English cloth goods came on the market at much lower prices. Those occupied in the cottage industry of Westphalia and Osnabrück were particularly affected. As a result, many peasants of this region left their homeland during the 1830s and 40s.
In addition, wheat crop failures, poor wine harvests and a potato blight made for more misery. Heavy emigration from the regions east of the Elbe River occurred in the last third of the 19th century. More and more, grain farms there lost out to the fertile soils of the American Midwest and its highly competitive products --raised, ironically, on fields then being cultivated by immigrant farmers from northern Europe who were now forcing more German farm folk off their land and into emigration. At the onset of the 20th century, most emigrants were unmarried industrial workers, many of whom at first sought only seasonal work and intended to return after one term. As a result, family immigration, which had been typical of nearly the entire 19th century, shrank to about one third of the total.
